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Sikh Youth Coming of Age:
Reflections on the Decision
to Tie a Turban
Muninder Kaur Ahluwalia, Tyce Nadrich, and Ikbal Singh Ahluwalia
In Sikhism, the turban is a sign of adherence to faith and fighting for justice;
for Sikh men, it can also be considered essential to manhood (Chanda &
Ford, 2010). The authors provide an introduction to Sikhism and discuss the
turban’s importance to Sikhs. Next, they present a self-reflective case of
one individual’s experience of the decision to tie a turban and discussion
of that case. Finally, the authors discuss implications for counselors.
Keywords: Sikh, turban, youth, religion, identity

“They would grab my turban and not let go even though I requested them to stop,”
said Pawan Singh, 16, a junior at DeWitt Clinton High School in the Bronx. . . .
Singh pretended it wasn’t a big deal. But in reality “it felt demeaning,” he said.
“I felt kind of like a second class citizen. I wasn’t feeling like a human.”
—Friedman (2014, paras. 5, 7)

I

n Sikhism, the turban (also called dastaar) is used as a religious head covering. The quote given above is from a newspaper article by Friedman (2014)
discussing the experience of a Sikh male youth wearing a turban in New
York City. Historically, in the United States and around the world, the image
of the turban has triggered varied negative reactions that are rarely related
to the Sikh faith. Sikhs—in particular, turban-wearing Sikh men—are often
misidentified as Muslim, mistakenly stereotyped as terrorists or terrorist
sympathizers, and subjected to racism and discrimination stemming from
Islamophobia (Ahluwalia, 2011, 2013; Ahluwalia & Ali, 2016; Ahluwalia &
Pellettiere, 2010). The turban is part of the religious uniform and a mandatory article of faith for adherent Sikh men and boys (particularly as they
get older). It is also symbolic of manhood (Chanda & Ford, 2010). Sikh
girls and women may also choose to wear turbans, but Indian cultural
norms suggest they simply wear a chunni or a scarf to cover their head in
religious spaces. Therefore, the choice to tie a turban, and the experiences
associated with wearing a turban, may vary depending on the individual’s
gender. In this article, we focus on what counselors should know about
Sikh boys and the turban.
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Sikhism is a faith practiced by many races and ethnicities (e.g., by White
American Sikh communities in the United States); however, Sikhism originated
in India, and the vast majority of Sikhs are Indian or of Indian descent. Sikh
men and boys of Indian descent are racial, ethnic, and religious minorities.
In the current sociopolitical climate, religion is racialized, and discrimination
and marginalization of Sikhs persist (Ahluwalia, 2013; Ahluwalia, Ali, Singh,
& Liu, 2018; Ahluwalia & Pellettiere, 2010). Following 9/11, Sikhs have been
subjected to increased hate crimes, workplace discrimination, racial and religious profiling, and bullying at school (Sikh Coalition, n.d.-b). In addition,
Sikh youth, particularly boys, experience extremely high rates of bullying
at school (Sikh Coalition, 2014b; United Sikhs, n.d.). In 2014, a Sikh Coalition study found that more than 50% of Sikh youth reported being bullied,
which is more than twice the rate of children of other religions (Friedman,
2014; Sikh Coalition, 2014b). “Young Sikhs who wear turbans were bullied
even more: 67% said they faced taunts or attacks” (Friedman, 2014, para 3).
The discrimination against Sikhs has physical and mental health consequences (Ahluwalia & Pellettiere, 2010; Nadimpalli et al., 2016). According to
the ACA Code of Ethics (American Counseling Association [ACA], 2014), core
professional values of counselors include “honoring diversity and embracing a multicultural approach in support of the worth, dignity, potential, and
uniqueness of people within their social and cultural contexts” (p. 3). Counselors can uphold their ethical responsibilities through providing culturally
informed services and relevant collaborations (e.g., with schools, community
and religious leaders, and institutions) to further promote safety and wellness
for Sikh clients and the community (Ahluwalia & Alimchandani, 2013). School
counselors, mental health counselors, and counselors in higher education can
benefit from understanding the experiences of Sikh youth—in terms of both
their development and the challenges they face in this development. With the
turban misunderstood and even under attack (Ahluwalia & Pellettiere, 2010),
counselors in diverse settings are uniquely positioned to provide support to
Sikh male youth as they make the decision to tie a turban.
The purpose of this article is to increase counselors’ understanding of the
importance of Sikh boys’ decision to tie a turban and better support them.
We include one Sikh male youth’s reflection on his decision-making process.
First, we will briefly discuss Sikhism and the Sikh uniform. Next, we will
discuss the turban’s importance, incorporating reflections on scripture. We
will explain the ceremony of dastaar bandi (the turban-tying ceremony; also
known as dastaar sajauni) in which a Sikh youth begins to tie the turban in
front of the community. Then, we will discuss factors that shape the decisionmaking process in tying the turban. We will highlight a self-reflective case
study of the third author’s experience as a Sikh male. Finally, we will discuss
implications for counselors.

Sikhism
Sikhism originated in the mid-1400s in Punjab, India, and is the fifth largest religion in the world (Ahluwalia, Flores Locke, & Hylton, 2014; Chilana
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& Zabel, 2005). There are approximately 500,000 Sikhs in the United States
(Sikh Coalition, n.d.-a). The monotheistic religion of Sikhism was founded by
Guru Nanak (1469–1539), who vehemently opposed injustice and inequality,
including India’s caste system and oppression of women by men (Arora &
Ahluwalia, 2014). The word guru translates literally to teacher, and the term
Sikh translates to truth seeker, learner, or disciple (Ahluwalia et al., 2014). Major tenets of Sikhism include prioritizing community, family, social justice,
equality, and freedom (Galdas, Oliffe, Kang, & Kelly, 2012; Kapur & Misra,
2003). The Sri Guru Granth Sahib (the Sikh holy book) is what Sikhs turn to
for spiritual guidance on how to live their lives. The Sikh code of conduct
(Rehat Maryada, n.d.), in addition to including specific content relating to
the salience of faith, family, and service to the community, prohibits use
of alcohol, tobacco, and other intoxicants. The gurdwara is the Sikh place
of worship and serves as a religious and community space (Ahluwalia &
Alimchandani, 2013; Chilana & Zabel, 2005; Kapur & Misra, 2003).
The inception of Sikhism began with the first of 10 Sikh gurus, and the holy
book, the Sri Guru Granth Sahib, is revered as the ultimate and everlasting
guru (Ahluwalia & Zaman, 2009; Arora & Ahluwalia, 2014; Chilana & Zabel,
2005). The 10 gurus serve as models of Sikh ideals over varied historical and
sociocultural contexts in India. Sikhs aspire to the saint–soldier ideal that
Guru Gobind Singh (1666–1708), the 10th guru, embodied—to be religious
and praise God, while fighting for justice for all humanity in the face of
oppressive forces (Abernethy & Singh, 2005). Uncut hair, and the turban
covering it, became codified as part of the Sikh uniform at this time, in part
to distinguish the community from the Hindu majority (and the Muslim
rulers) at a time when they fought Mughal oppression.

The Sikh Uniform
The preservation and maintenance of customs and traditions is considered
important in Sikhism (Galdas et al., 2012). Germane to Sikh customs are five
articles of faith referred to as the “5 Ks” worn by men and women. The 5
Ks were introduced by Guru Gobind Singh and include kara, kirpan, kachha,
kes, and kanga (Ahluwalia & Zaman, 2009; Chilana & Zabel, 2005; Kapur
& Misra, 2003; B. Singh, 2014). The kara is a steel band meant to remind
Sikhs to value discipline and restraint (Ahluwalia & Zaman, 2009; B. Singh,
2014), traditionally worn on the right wrist. The kirpan is a small sword
that symbolizes life, honor, and social justice (Ahluwalia & Zaman, 2009; B.
Singh, 2014). Kachha is an undergarment and symbolizes purity (Ahluwalia
& Zaman, 2009). Kes, the uncut hair of Sikhs, is a point of pride and identity
(Ahluwalia & Zaman, 2009; B. Singh, 2014). The kanga is a small comb used
to keep a Sikh’s unshorn hair clean and tidy; it is thus strongly connected
to kes (Ahluwalia & Zaman, 2009; B. Singh, 2014). In addition to using the
kanga, covering one’s hair is a cultural and religious practice.
Sikh girls will usually wrap, tie, or braid their hair; boys will tie their
hair into a topknot and cover it in a handkerchief or patka (a cloth or fitted
hair covering). Keshadhari Sikh men (i.e., ones with uncut hair) wear a
22
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dastaar, and women may wear a dastaar, as well as varying head coverings
or scarves, known as chunni or dupatta (B. Singh, 2014). Although men and
women have equivalent faith-based expectations (e.g., the 5 Ks), there are
gendered cultural expectations whereby men are expected to wear a turban
and women may not use any head covering in nonreligious spaces. Both
men and women always cover their head in the presence of the Sri Guru
Granth Sahib.
Turbans and head coverings, along with facial hair for men, serve as an
additional aesthetic marker for Sikhs. Perceptions of Sikh individuals are
greatly influenced by dress markers, such as the turban (B. Singh, 1986). It
is important to note that not all Sikhs keep the 5 Ks, but many consider it
a marker of adherence to the faith (B. Singh, 2014). For the purposes of this
article, we focus on keshadhari Sikhs boys (i.e., boys with uncut hair).

The Turban
For Sikh men, wearing a turban is a matter of pride, a symbol of faith, and
a sign of masculinity (Ahluwalia & Zaman, 2009). Chilana and Zabel (2005)
emphasized the salience of turbans by describing them as “crowns of spirituality” (p. 109). The turban is held in very high esteem by Sikhs—even
Sikhs who do not regularly wear turbans will often tie a turban for major
events, such as a wedding or a funeral, thereby showing respect to their
community (Klein, 2015). Culturally and historically, in India and globally,
the turban is viewed as regal and formal. In the United States and other
Western countries, however, men who wear turbans are viewed negatively
as “too traditional” by Western culture.
The decision to tie a turban is not minor. According to the Sri Guru Granth
Sahib, the turban serves as a reminder to live one’s life in accordance with
Sikh values. We share two exemplar quotes here, translated from the original
Punjabi text. The first one is as follows:
Let good deeds be your body, and faith your bride. Play and enjoy the Lord’s love and
delight. Purify what is impure, and let the Lord’s Presence be your religious tradition.
Let your total awareness be the turban on your head. (Sri Guru Granth Sahib Translation,
n.d.-a., p. 1084, Verse 12)

This passage from the shabad, or hymn, is important as it directly states that
the turban is a reminder to be aware of God’s “presence.” The turban serves
as a reminder to work hard and with honesty and to remember God. It also
touches on another Sikh belief, fighting injustice. The turban serves as a
reminder to “purify what is impure” or remedy unjust situations.
The second example quote is this:
Your turban is crooked, and you walk crooked; and now you have started chewing betel
leaves. You have no use at all for loving devotional worship; you say you have business
in court. (Sri Guru Granth Sahib Translation, n.d.-b, p. 1124, Verse 1)

This quote suggests that the turban is a reminder to stay true to Sikh values.
The turban is a literary symbol, and the crookedness of the turban represents
Counseling and Values ■ April 2019 ■ Volume 64
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a deviance from the Sikh way of life. The shabad goes on to discuss how this
crooked turban has allowed the individual to forget his beliefs and chew
“betel leaves.” In India, betel leaves are usually mixed with tobacco in paan,
which has psychoactive effects and therefore diverges from the Sikh way
of life. The significance of this passage is punctuated with the last line. As
individuals begin to break away from Sikh practices, they also break away
from devotional worship.
Despite the salience of a turban to Sikhs and its symbolism of “faith and
morality” (Klein, 2015, p. 19), the turban has become associated with negative images to many Americans and others around the world (Klein, 2015).
Since 9/11, images of terrorists wearing turbans have saturated the media
in the United States (Ahluwalia & Pellettiere, 2010). The conflation of terror and the turban has resulted in a surge of discriminatory acts toward
turban-wearing Sikhs (Ahluwalia & Pellettiere, 2010; Klein, 2015), including
individual, group, and systemic experiences, such as verbal and physical
assaults (Ahluwalia & Pellettiere, 2010); attacks on the community, such
as the fatal mass shooting at a gurdwara in Oak Creek, Wisconsin, in 2012
(Ahluwalia, 2013); and racial and religious profiling (Ahluwalia, 2013). In
connection to this rise in discrimination, Sikhs reported a decrease in wearing
the 5 Ks (B. Singh, 2014). Furthermore, Klein (2015) discussed narratives of
Sikh boys choosing to cut their hair and not wear a turban.

The Decision to Tie the Turban
There is no specific designated age for Sikh boys to stop wearing the patka
and begin wearing a dastaar. However, boys commonly make their choice to
tie or not to tie a turban during their adolescent years (Klein, 2015). It is worth
noting that boys choosing to wear a turban regularly must learn to tie it as it
is removed every night. If the turban is removed during the day (e.g., to go
swimming), the boys must be able to retie it on their own. Learning to tie the
turban can occur within the family, at Sikh camps, or within the gurdwara,
where classes on tying the turban are sometimes offered (Klein, 2015).
The choice to tie a turban can be very personal. The decision can be made
solely within the immediate family, or it can include extended family, community members, and the gurdwara. However, the current Islamophobic
climate may also be influencing Sikh boys’ decision to tie or not to tie a turban.

Family Influence on Tying a Turban
The Sikh family plays an important role in providing guidance and support
in terms of value formation, beliefs, and religious practices (Ahluwalia et al.,
2014; Ahluwalia & Pellettiere, 2010). For example, a Sikh family in which the
men and women cut their hair and the men do not wear turbans will be less
likely to raise boys to wear turbans in comparison with a family in which the
men wear turbans and will more likely raise their boys to wear turbans. The
style of the turban and the context within which the turban is worn (e.g., sports)
will be influenced by how and when the men in that family tie their turban.
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The role of the family is, in part, to help an adolescent realize the history
behind the turban, and its significance today, beyond being an article of
faith. Historically, the Sikh turban was used as a symbol to help combat the
caste system; it has a long history of symbolizing standing up to injustice,
and it purposefully makes Sikhs appear different (Chilana & Zabel, 2005).
As a result, the discussions regarding a turban in the family come at a time
when boys’ emotional maturity is increasing. Because of the new perspectives adolescents gain at this time, they can realize the turban’s purpose and
significance. They can decide whether they are ready to start wearing the
turban and can discuss with family whether it is the right decision. Family
can provide support, encouragement, and perspective. Nevertheless, for
most Sikh boys, wearing the turban is ultimately a very personal decision.

The Role of Community in Support of the Turban
Communities with a relatively high number of turban-wearing men and
boys can be easier for Sikhs to live in. Increasing non-Sikhs’ familiarity with
the turban normalizes the turban and makes it less of a target. The country
within which the Sikh community resides can influence the style of turban.
For example, turbans worn by South African Sikhs are visibly smaller and
tighter on the head than those of North American Sikhs. Regional differences
exist in the United States regarding non-Sikh communities’ exposure to and
acceptance of the turban. For example, it may be easier for Sikhs to wear a
turban in large cities. New York City has a large Sikh community and has
many educational events, such as Turban Day, where non-Sikhs can gain
familiarity with the turban and even have a turban tied on them.
Sikh camps and Khalsa schools. Sikh camps are held at campsites and in
gurdwaras across the United States (Ahluwalia & Alimchandani, 2013; Klein,
2015). The camps bring youth from different regions to a collective space to
expand their understanding of Sikhism (Klein, 2015; Sikh Research Institute,
n.d.). In addition to religious and cultural education, the camps often include
sports and other collaborative activities (Ahluwalia & Alimchandani, 2013).
Khalsa schools are key in the religious education of Sikhs in the diaspora and
provide community spaces that support cultural and religious development.
Much like Catholic Sunday schools, Khalsa schools provide education on
religious history and interpretation of religious texts. They often also have
Punjabi language and kirtan (singing hymns) classes. Sikh camps and Khalsa
schools are likely to have an influence on young Sikhs’ understanding of
the role of the turban within Sikh culture and society, and some even have
turban-tying classes within them. Camps, Khalsa schools, and gurdwaras
can provide a space where all the participants have a shared lived experience such that they do not need to explain themselves or their appearance.
Dastaar bandi. When a young Sikh decides to wear a turban, the decision is
solidified by dastaar bandi, a turban-tying, coming-of-age ceremony in which
the individual chooses to embrace Sikhism in the presence of the community.
The ceremony is significant and includes a pledge to honor the values and
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traditions of Sikhism (Rojas, 2010). Dastaar bandi is a ceremony that often includes
extended family members, friends, the community, and those affiliated with the
gurdwara (Rojas, 2010; R. M. Singh, 2013). Following the ceremony, the Sikh
wears a turban when in public and in front of community members from that day
onward. The commitment to wearing a turban is meant to serve as a reminder
of an individual’s commitment to Sikhism. Consequently, the commitment also
conveys intentional and unintentional external messages to society, which can
be misinterpreted and lead to discrimination and/or oppression (Rojas, 2010).
The next section includes a first-person account of the third author’s
experiences of his decision to tie a turban. He was asked to reflect on his
experiences and discuss important incidents, people, and interactions that
influenced his decision.

Ikbal’s Story
As someone who writes for my high school paper and is an aspiring journalist,
I enjoy capturing individuals’ stories. I never realized the importance of my
own story until reflecting on an assignment over the summer of 2016 at the
School for Ethics and Global Leadership in Washington, DC. After thinking
about my own identity and the larger Sikh identity, I knew I wanted to share
my story with a larger audience in the hopes of making a difference. The
first author of this article is my aunt, who writes about the psychological
experiences of Sikhs and the Sikh community in the United States. She was
there to observe and contribute to my decision-making process in the weeks
leading up to my decision to wear the turban. We saw an opportunity to
collaborate on a writing project that would ultimately be shared with a larger
audience. She asked me to first simply journal the “who, what, where, when,
and why of my story.” From there, my story emerged.
Ever since I was a young child, I have worn a turban only for religious
holidays and Sikh parties. My dadaji (my grandfather on my father’s side)
and father have garnered reputations for immaculately matching their
turbans with their ties or overall outfit. During parties or events in my
early childhood, I would often do the same—a practice I still adhere to
when I go to school or parties. In the summer before eighth grade, I had my
dastaar bandi, the turban-tying ceremony. My family, friends, and teachers
assembled at the Sikh Society of Minnesota gurdwara. My grandfathers,
uncles, and my father all took turns tying the turban around my head in
front of the community gathered there that day. After the dastaar bandi
was over, I went and sat at the thabiya (the elevated platform where the Sri
Guru Granth Sahib lies) to read from the Sri Guru Granth Sahib as part of
the charni lagna ceremony (my sister had her charni lagna that day as well).
The charni lagna ceremony is the first step toward reading all 1,430 pages
of the Sri Guru Granth Sahib. These two ceremonies are landmarks in a Sikh
man’s life and were important to me and my family. Afterward, I remember
helping to serve langar, a community meal, to my friends and family, who
all were supporting me on that important day.
26
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Although the intention was to begin wearing the turban regularly at
that time, I did not feel comfortable enough wearing it to school after the
ceremony, despite having some close friends present at the event. It felt
awkward: I saw myself as a short and skinny boy who had just turned 13
wearing the same thing as his grandfathers and father. The turban is now
a sense of empowerment and a reminder of Sikh values for me, but at the
time it seemed like a physical burden and a magnet for unwanted stares. I
remember being pointed and stared at in public when I first wore the patka
and was initially reluctant to go through the experience of “being different”
again. Just 2 years before, I had received an anonymous phone call, which
later turned out to be a classmate, that cruelly joked about my father and
my resemblance to Osama bin Laden and how I would bomb the school.
Experiences like these did not scare me into rejecting my identity, but they
were causes of concern. In my family, wearing the turban was not an option;
wearing the turban was an expectation, as my uncles, father, dadaji, and
nanaji (grandfather on my mother’s side) all wear the turban. That being
said, my parents were comfortable with my decision to postpone wearing
the turban until I was ready, as they and I both knew I would eventually
be wearing it every day.
Throughout eighth and ninth grade, I wore the turban more consistently
to gurdwara but still avoided wearing it in public. My acquaintances and
I had gotten used to the patka. Despite making me visibly different, it was
familiar and now recognizable among those I knew well. An entirely new
change still did not seem reasonable at the time. Although I had matured both
physically and emotionally, a part of me felt that it was improper to wear
the turban without fully realizing its importance or without truly wanting
to. I wanted to begin wearing the turban only once I was ready to commit
to wearing it every day. When I was in 10th grade, my family moved to
New Jersey. Originally, the move was so hectic that the prospect of wearing
the turban in 10th grade was not even discussed over the summer before
my sophomore year. I had already had my life uprooted from Minnesota
and placed in New Jersey. Although there are far more Sikhs in New Jersey,
I was not ready to make another change. I knew it would be a challenge
to adapt to a new school and new routines, and I did not want to add any
more significant changes during an already stressful time. The new, added
physical difference, the idea of “being different” all over again, and future
misunderstandings were all fears I harbored immediately after I moved.
By the end of my sophomore year, my parents and I started discussing
the option of wearing a turban. When my grandparents visited, my parents
wanted me to wear the turban for my sister’s middle school graduation. In
hindsight, this trivial experience should not have had a dramatic impact on
me, but at the time I remember my heart pounding. As I entered the gym,
I saw many of my friends, there for their siblings’ graduations, and made
eye contact with them. I scanned their faces for any responses, any change
in their verbal, physical, or facial expressions. I was pleasantly surprised
when they came up to me and fist-bumped me as if nothing was different. I
Counseling and Values ■ April 2019 ■ Volume 64
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anticipated awkward stares or whispers. I thought they would avoid interacting with me—thankfully, they did not. This event marked the first time
any of my peers in New Jersey had seen me in a turban and has served as
a reminder since then that my peers were accepting of my new identity of
wearing the turban.
The summer between 10th and 11th grade had a dramatic impact on my
decision to wear the turban. I tied the turban every day, starting the first day
of 11th grade; events over that summer helped me come to that decision. My
time at the School for Ethics and Global Leadership, which brought together
people from different faiths, ethnicities, and geographical regions, helped
me realize that everyone is different, even if the differences are not visible.
It taught me not only to look beyond merely the acceptance and necessity of
diversity but also to value differences in myself and others. This idea opened
my mind and comforted me as I considered the prospect of wearing the turban.
In the middle of August 2016, I attended a Sikh camp, which ironically had
more of a negative impact on my decision to wear a turban. At the camp,
one coordinator discussed how his kids waited until college to make their
decision to wear a turban. The coordinator cited many reasons for his kids
delaying their decision until college, but all seemed insignificant to me and
resembled a parent’s common excuses to justify their child’s decision. Another
parent, also present at the camp, kept saying I should wear the turban every
day; he had seen me sometimes wearing the turban in religious settings but
other times wearing only a patka. This exchange bothered me because this
parent really did not know me or my beliefs but was questioning why I did
not wear the turban. I realized after the camp that I wanted to make the
decision myself and not have others impose their ideas on me.
In the weeks leading up to the start of school, I tried to block off thinking
about the turban and focus only on studying for the ACT. The indecision was
making me anxious. I even purposefully told myself that I was not going
to start wearing the turban; however, in the back of my mind was a seed of
doubt. For every reason not to wear the turban that played in my mind (e.g.,
how would I play sports or how long would it take to tie it every day), there
were counterarguments that assuaged these concerns. This idea of wearing
the turban eventually blossomed into a reality after I considered the pros
and cons of wearing it. I thought about the time I wore it for graduation
and everything was fine. After the Sikh camp earlier in August, I realized
that I understood the turban’s significance and I was ready to embody its
symbolic values. I also realized that, in New Jersey, the turban is a relatively
common sight. In addition, I kept playing tennis outside of school in my
patka and realized that wearing the turban was not as impractical as I had
anticipated. I realized that there could always be an excuse not to wear it.
Ultimately, I came to this conclusion for myself; my comfort with the turban
and my acceptance of my Sikh identity had solidified. A couple days before
school, I opened myself to the possibility of wearing the turban when the
school year started. I then discussed the idea with my parents and began to
revisit the turban’s importance in Sikhism.
28

Counseling and Values ■ April 2019 ■ Volume 64

I recalled shabads from the Sri Guru Granth Sahib and passages from
other religious texts that alluded to the idea of wearing a turban. I also heard
family members and Sikh camp counselors discuss the turban’s significance.
However, after reading the verses depicted earlier in this article, my choice
to wear the turban was affirmed. These quotes stand out as particularly
important because they define the turban in a religious sense and not as a
cultural tradition to blindly follow.
I realized that the turban’s long historical value and its role as a symbol
against oppression and for social justice resonated with my own beliefs. I
knew I already looked different because I am brown and wear a patka, and
wearing the turban did not look awkward and was familiar. I had grown
quite a bit, so the turban looked better suited to my more mature physical
appearance. New Jersey has a large Sikh population, which helped assuage
my fears in the following weeks. I saw other Sikh adults and kids in public,
and their appearance distinguished them in a positive way. Rather than putting the decision off, I wholeheartedly embraced the decision to tie a turban.
When I tied my turban on the first day of school, I reminded myself of the
many people before me, both family members and historical figures, who
wore the turban. I reminded myself to embrace my identity and be comfortable in my own skin, especially in a welcoming and relatively sheltered high
school environment. I reminded myself that the turban is a symbol for values
that I stand for. After mentally going over these points, I was comfortable
enough to gather my belongings and take the step through the front door
and outside, ready to face the day.
I walked into school and scanned my peers’ facial expressions. My heart was
beating rapidly, and my throat felt dry. My eyes darted as I walked through
the hallways, acutely aware of my new external appearance. Throughout
the first half of the day, I remained self-conscious until I realized that I was
more concerned with my appearance than was anyone else. A friend told me
I was acting weird because I was not saying anything and kept scanning my
peers’ expressions. By the end of the day, I had already grown accustomed to
the presence of the turban. The realization that my peers were accepting and
the sense of relief that followed confirmed my decision to wear the turban.
After the first day, I came to terms with the turban and realized that it
did not affect others’ perception of me—my new identity did not define my
relationship with my peers. After school, a friend told me that he thought
I looked “better” in a turban, which helped reassure me that my decision
was the right one. Within a week, wearing the turban became normal to
me, and my peers and I had accepted it. I had a very positive experience
after overcoming the concerns I had felt in my deliberations before tying it.
Although I have periodically heard Islamophobic jokes about my appearance
at school, my close community has, in large part, been supportive and
accepting. Still, my encounters with strangers remind me of my differences.
When I was driving, just after the Charlottesville rally, on the main street
that connects my house to the center of Milltown, New Jersey, a White man
stuck out his hand. Initially, I thought it was a friendly wave, but as I looked
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in the rearview mirror and then briefly looked over my shoulder, I saw an
extended arm resembling the Heil Hitler salute followed by two middle
fingers pointing up.
Many Sikhs empathize and experience the same racism I faced on a more
extreme and brazen level. Unlike others, however, I have had a positive
experience in my immediate community. Because of outward racism, many
Sikh youth are never comfortable enough to take a leap of faith and experience tying the turban in high school. For me, I long imagined all that could
go wrong; I doubted myself, my ability to evolve and navigate new terrain,
and my peers’ acceptance. Because of this, I hope to share my experience
and explore ways of supporting other Sikh adolescents as they make this
important transition.

Case Reflection
As noted earlier, for Sikh male youth, the decision to tie a turban is a journey
that is shaped by multiple factors—factors internal to the individual as well
as external factors involving peers, family, community, and society. One can
see throughout Ikbal’s case that there are critical moments when school or
mental health counselors, if called upon, could have provided culturally
informed counseling interventions that consider individual choice, familial
and community expectations, cultural norms, and sociopolitical factors. As
Ikbal suggested, his thoughts and feelings about the turban and the decision may vary according to context. He may experience comfort and pride
with family or at the gurdwara while experiencing fear and a sense of being
othered in school and larger society. As we can see in the case of Ikbal, the
process to make the choice to tie a turban parallels racial identity development (Helms, 1995) and related experiences for many racial and ethnic
minorities in some ways while differing in others. As a Sikh male youth,
Ikbal was choosing to make changes to his appearance that will likely also
increase his experiences of discrimination.
At multiple points in his story, Ikbal described experiences of discrimination.
Counselors could have provided support to contextualize the sociopolitical
nature of the oppression he was experiencing while also acknowledging the
importance of his culture, religion, and identity to him. Counselors should use
a strengths-based approach, using Sikhism (i.e., values, beliefs, and practices)
and the Sikh community to support wellness and combat oppression. The
counselor could also provide interventions at the school and/or community
level to educate others about Sikhism and the discrimination that Sikhs
experience while also discussing zero tolerance for bullying and hate crimes.

Implications for Counselors
For counselors across multiple settings, it is important to consider the importance of the turban in Sikhism, the sociopolitical climate for Sikhs, and the
decision-making process for Sikh youth as they approach the age to begin
wearing the turban. Counselors may encounter different issues related to
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the turban, depending on a number of factors, including age, setting, and
geographic location. Professional counselors can foster rapport with their
clients by learning more about the Sikh religion, the role of the turban within
the religion, and the ways in which Sikh youth make meaning of their
patkas and turbans. Counseling dynamics and rapport with Sikhs can be
improved through acknowledgment and validation of clients’ worldviews,
developmental statuses, and oppressive experiences, as well as through
support from school counselors and mental health professionals in the face
of these experiences.
Environments and contexts can shape a Sikh client’s experience. Larger
cities and geographic regions with greater ethnic diversity and larger Sikh
communities (e.g., New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles) may offer more
support systems and protective resources than areas with smaller and no
Sikh communities and greater ignorance about Sikhism (i.e., conflating the
turban with terrorism and danger). Additionally, universities with strong
Sikh student associations or a large, visible Sikh population may offer a more
welcoming campus for Sikh students. For example, Stanford University and
Princeton University have organized educational events, including a Turban
Day and Sikh Awareness Day, respectively, to help spread knowledge and
awareness about and interaction with the turban. Supportive and safe environments can foster a healthier development and decision-making process,
whereas oppressive and discriminatory environments may create difficulties
in a client’s development and process. Counselors can consider connecting
clients with support and safe environments in an effort to foster healthier
dynamics with Sikh clients and the Sikh community.
Professional counselors aiming to connect with Sikh clients may benefit from
being cognizant of intersectionality and how intersecting identities are viewed
and treated within the current and historical sociopolitical context (Crenshaw,
1991; Nash, 2008). The needs, strengths, and challenges of clients are likely to
be linked to their various identities that intersect with their Sikh identity. The
greater the number of minority identities, the greater the challenges one may face.
For example, the challenges experienced by Sikh clients across socioeconomic
statuses are likely to vary greatly; individuals of higher socioeconomic statuses
are likely to have additional resources and buffers as compared with those of
lower socioeconomic statuses. Experiences of Sikh girls who wear the turban
remain largely unexplored and may be very different than those of boys. Thus,
counselors may benefit from remaining mindful of the compounding nature of
stressors that Sikh clients may incur. For example, the decision to tie a turban
for Sikh male youth is likely to occur while they are simultaneously attending
to other struggles encountered by most adolescents. Multicultural competency,
advancement of cultural knowledge, and best practices are core values and
ethics of the counseling profession (ACA, 2014; Ratts, Singh, Nassar-McMillan,
Butler, & McCullough, 2015). Therefore, counseling professionals should be
well prepared to recognize the needs of and work with members of the Sikh
community. It is an ethical imperative for counselors to advocate for clients
and promote social justice (ACA, 2014). Counselors can advocate for and
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with Sikhs by educating others within systems with respect to experiences
of bullying, hate crimes, and discrimination. Counselors can empower Sikh
youth by teaching them effective means of responding to bullying and other
consequences of religious ignorance. For example, teaching Sikh youth the
means of educating others about their identity, the salience of the turban,
and their civil rights can help to mitigate potentially harmful encounters,
especially with authority figures in schools and other systems (Klein, 2015).
Fighting against discriminatory policies and understanding how they may
affect Sikhs, especially in relation to the International Basketball Federation’s ban on headwear (Sikh Coalition, 2014a) and easing of U.S. military
restrictions on head coverings (Hincks, 2017), can be vital toward effectively
serving Sikh youth clients. In particular, counselors can effectively advocate
for Sikhs and help transform systems to be more inclusive and respectful.
Some of this can be done in an office, but it can prove helpful if counselors
enter community spaces and engage in community events (Ahluwalia &
Alimchandani, 2013). It is through these interactions that counselors can
understand the benefits, strengths, and needs of the community.
Counselors can use methods beyond learning directly from clients and
communities, including using reference materials such as professional journal
articles (e.g., Ahluwalia & Zaman, 2009; Sandhu, 2004), books (for recommendations, see Blumberg & Kuruvilla, 2015), and films (e.g., Burnstein &
Neelam, 2008; Cox, 2012) that accurately highlight the Sikh experience. Using
Sikh values, beliefs, and practices as a means of coping with and disrupting
oppression can be helpful with Sikh clients. For example, studies suggest that
seva, or community service, is a key component of Sikhism, acting as a buffer
against discrimination and promoting well-being (Ahluwalia & Pellettiere,
2010; Sohi, Singh, & Bopanna, 2018). Community-based faith organizations
such as United Sikhs, the Sikh Coalition, and Sikh American Legal Defense
and Education Fund have useful websites, educational programming, and
legal assistance that can help clients and counselors alike.

Conclusion
For Sikhs, the turban continues to be a symbol of pride, faith, and commitment (Ahluwalia & Zaman, 2009). However, in many regions throughout the
world, including the United States, the turban is under attack as a presumed
symbol of terrorism. The polarized status of the turban can create challenges
in Sikh youth’s decision to tie a turban, forcing individuals to choose between
honoring their culture and giving consideration to the safety of themselves
and their family. The case presented in this article highlights the dichotomy
of a Sikh youth’s desire to wear the turban while fearing the reactions of his
peers, school, and broader society. The importance of the turban is described
both experientially and through quotes from scripture. The turban is germane
to Sikhs, especially Sikh men. However, the assault on the turban poses real
threats to a Sikh wearer’s safety in the face of Islamophobic backlash, racism,
and discrimination. Furthermore, oppressive acts toward Sikhs have health
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and mental health consequences (Ahluwalia & Pellettiere, 2010; Nadimpalli
et al., 2016). It should be noted that the challenges embedded in the decision
for a Sikh youth to tie a turban are in addition to (and likely compounded
by) other ubiquitous struggles, especially those faced by racial, ethnic, and
religious minority individuals.
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